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Selah 
 

May God be gracious to us and bless us 
    and make God’s face to shine upon us 

My guess is that you’ve heard these words before, or that you’ve heard a version 
of these words before, most likely spoken by a pastor or priest at the end of 
worship during the benediction. These words are in fact a shortened version of 
what’s called the Priestly Blessing, that beautiful Hebrew prayer that the prophet 
Moses first gave to the priest Aaron as the proper way to use to bless the people 
of Israel. Here’s its original context as we first encounter it in the book of 
Numbers:  

The LORD spoke to Moses, saying: Speak to Aaron and his sons, saying, Thus 
you shall bless the Israelites: You shall say to them, 

The LORD bless you and keep you; 
the LORD make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious to you; 
the LORD lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace. 

 

I have to admit, as a pastor, this is one of my all-time favorite verses of scripture, 
and the honor of proclaiming these words as the benediction on a semi-regular 
basis never ceases to bring with it a deep and lasting sense of peace and joy.  

Interestingly, archeologists suggest that this might be the oldest piece of scripture 
that we have, as the earliest known biblical artifacts are little amulets or trinkets 
with these words etched onto them.  It seems, then, that these words have been 
cherished and have brought people great joy for many, many years now.  

Perhaps the best interpretation or understanding of this text I’ve ever heard came 
not from a famous theologian or poet, but came instead surprisingly from the 
mouth of a 2nd grader. I was working with a group of about 10 six or seven year 
olds a couple of years ago, helping them, because they were scheduled to lead 
the congregation in worship in a couple of weeks. 

Now, I’ve seen plenty of grown-ups for whom the idea of leading worship can 
cause great anxiety and nervousness, and I’ve known plenty of pastors who feel 



a bit nervous themselves—in fact, some of the best advice I’ve heard was from a 
seasoned pastor who once told me that if you don’t feel nervous, or if you don’t 
feel butterflies before worship, then you’re probably not doing it right, so 
important, so daunting can the challenge of leading worship be—at least, I 
thought that until I started working with these 2nd graders, who really didn’t seem 
nervous at all about leading worship. They seemed, in fact, downright playful and 
joyful about it.  

So we had just finished writing together the call to worship—and here I basically 
suggested that they list things that they were thankful for, and their responses 
were absolutely wonderful, and ranged from the childlike to the profound and 
often hitting both notes at once: “Thank God for the seagulls and the dolphins! 
Thank God for pelicans and flamingos! Thank God for the trees, and for the 
moon, and for the sun! Thank God for the food we eat and for the people that we 
share it with! Thank God for everybody in the whole word! Thank God for the 
feeling of being alive!” 

I thought things might get a bit trickier, though, when we came to the part of 
worship where we had to write the words of assurance. The concept of 
assurance, I worried, might be a bit too abstract for a seven year old, especially 
when compared to the concept of being thankful—saying “thank you,” I thought, 
being one of the earliest things we try to teach children.  

And so I tried to get at it with a question—I asked them, what does it feel like to 
know that God forgives you, and that God loves you no matter what, always and 
forever?   

It took a bit of time, but soon the responses started to flow, and here’s what we 
ended up writing that day as our words of assurance:  

 “Friends, please hear the Good News about God!” 

“Nobody is perfect, but God loves us anyway!” 

“God forgives us!” 

“God believes in us!” 

“God never does not love us!” 

“God wants us to feel peace.” 

“When God sees us, God smiles!” 

 

When God sees us, God smiles! Or as the Psalmist put it,  



 May God be gracious to us and bless us 
    and make God’s face to shine upon us 

If you noticed, after these familiar and cherished words in our reading this 
morning, the Psalm adds an interesting and more unfamiliar word before 
continuing on with the prayer of blessing. As Jeff read:  

May God be gracious to us and bless us 
    and make God’s face to shine upon us, Selah 

Selah—I want to sort of switch gears and end today meditating on this word a bit, 
as it’s one of the most fascinating words in the Bible. Fascinating first because 
even after all these years, and even after all the scholarly work on the Bible, we 
still don’t really know what this word meant in its original Hebrew context, and so 
we still don’t really have a good idea as to how to translate it. 

Selah occurs 74 times in the Hebrew Bible, 71 of those occurrences being in the 
Psalms, and 2 of those 71 being in our psalm for today, Psalm 67.  

In my research of it this week, it seems that there are at least four good 
interpretations of what the word might mean, and so I want to consider briefly 
these four with you… 

The four are: Selah as pause and think; Selah as measure or weigh; Selah as 
raise or lift up; and finally, Selah as the Hebrew equivalent of the Greek Amen.  

So first, Selah as Pause and think— or as other interpretations put it, “stop there 
and consider a little,” or “stop and listen” or even “take time for such a thought as 
this.” The Amplified Bible, one of the more contemporary translations, renders 
Selah as “pause and calmly think of that.”  

This interpretation is based in part on the fact that the psalms were originally set 
to music, and that “selah” then was a type of notation meant to signal a pause in 
the music, a time for silence, a time simply to soak in and let reverberate what 
had just been heard, both in terms of the words and the music. 

And so following this interpretation, we’d have:   

May God be gracious to us and bless us 
    and make God’s face to shine upon us, Selah 

Selah as fall silent; pause; stop and consider; calmly think about those words, 
that beautiful blessing; pause and think about how when God looks at us, God 
smiles; take the time for such a wonderful thought as this, Selah… 

The second possible translation, Selah as weigh or measure, comes from the 
closest etymological connection in the Hebrew language which is the word for 



“hang” and which by implication means to measure or weigh, as in the ancient 
method of determining the value of something—be it money, food, or spices—
which involved placing the thing in question on a hanging scale, and balancing 
out its worth in weight. And so again, we’d have:  

May God be gracious to us and bless us 
    and make God’s face to shine upon us, Selah 

Selah as in place these words of blessing on the scale and see what they’re 
worth, see if they’re not worth their weight in gold, see in fact if they’re not worth 
more than their weight in gold… 

The third possible translation takes its cue like the first also from the musicality of 
the psalms and suggests that Selah notes something like “raise” or “lift up” or 
“take up” as in lift up or raise the voices, or take up the instruments, something 
like the musical notation fortissimo, as in play it loud!  

It’s interesting to think about how this is just about the exact opposite of the first 
interpretation of Selah, which saw Selah as a moment to pause from the music, a 
moment of silence to stop and consider, rather than, as it could just as well have 
meant, a call to pick up the pace, to start jamming, and to play it loud.  

May God be gracious to us and bless us 
    and make God’s face to shine upon us, Selah 

Selah as silently consider, but Selah also as shout out in response, because 
indeed, when we hear these beautiful words, there’s something within us that 
might want to do a little bit of both.  

Finally, the fourth interpretation of Selah suggests that we think about it as a sort 
of Hebrew language equivalent to the Greek word “Amen.” “Amen,” as you might 
know, literally means, “May it be so,” or “So be it.”  

The contemporary Rastafarian vocabulary, for example, uses Selah in this way, 
and it can be heard at the end of certain verses in reggae songs, quite similar 
really to how we’ve heard it this morning at the end of certain verses in the 
Psalms. The Caribbean folk etymology of Selah defines it here as “seal up,” as 
in, “may God seal up what has been said.”  

I wonder if this, in the end, might be like the common thread running through all 
these different interpretations of Selah, and if it might be what we can take away 
from it this morning—that sometimes we need a word like Selah to mark these 
astonishingly beautiful moments of scripture and of life, moments that we don’t 
have any other word for—moments like, May God be gracious to you and bless 
you; moments like, When God looks at you, God smiles…may it be so, may God 
seal it up, Selah, and Amen.  



	  


